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Abstract 
 
Affirming or positive family communication is important to equip families and individuals to 
meet life challenges.  The aim of this study was to determine the relationship between 
affirming family communication and family functioning, as well as the relationship between 
family functioning and the quality of communication between the adolescent and the father 
and mother respectively.  Following this, affirming family communication was explored 
qualitatively from the perspective of the adolescent.  A cross-sectional, quantitative survey 
research design was combined with an exploratory, qualitative design.  The quantitative data 
was collected by asking participants to complete self-report questionnaires.  The qualitative 
component consisted of focus groups discussing the topic of affirming family 
communication.  One hundred first-year Psychology students of Stellenbosch University in 
South Africa completed the questionnaires.  Fourteen of these students also participated in the 
focus groups.  The quantitative results revealed a significant positive correlation between 
affirming family communication and family functioning.  Furthermore, a significant positive 
correlation was found between family functioning and openness in communication between 
the adolescent and the mother and father respectively.  Three core categories (with sub- 
categories) emerged from the content analysis of the focus group discussions.  These core 
categories were verbal affirming communication, non-verbal affirming communication and 
functional affirming communication.  The findings of this study highlight the importance of 
affirming family communication, especially in families with adolescent children, while also 
providing a description of affirming family communication from the adolescent’s 
perspective. 
 
Keywords: affirming or positive family communication, family functioning, adolescence, 
The Family Problem Solving and Communication Index, The Parent-Adolescent 
Communication Scale, The Family Attachment Changeability Index 8
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An Exploration of Affirming Family Communication in Families with Adolescent 
 
Children 
 
Affirming or positive family communication has been identified as an important 
characteristic that enhances resilience in families (Greeff & Du Toit, 2009; Greeff & Van der 
Merwe, 2004).  McCubbin, Thomson, and McCubbin (1996) define family resilience as 
behaviours and abilities within families that help them withstand and cope with stressful 
conditions.  Resilience factors, such as positive family communication, help individuals and 
families safeguard or buffer themselves against, as well as recover from, life challenges 
(Norman, 2000). 
Communication forms a significant part of family life and is considered an instrument 
used to share feelings, views, needs and preferences (Barnes & Olson, 1985). 
Communication is also important in the creation and reflection of rules within a family, the 
establishment of the roles of family members, and the development of an understanding of 
the family and the environment in which family life takes place (Arnold, 2008). 
Communication thus accomplishes more than just conveying a message.  Communication 
between family members shapes, defines, portrays and manages the family system (Galvin, 
Bylund & Brommel, 2004). 
Affirming and incendiary communication are found in family settings (McCubbin, et 
al., 1996).  Affirming communication is positive, effective, calming and supportive in nature 
and can be defined as “the pattern of family communication which conveys support and 
caring” (McCubbin, McCubbin, & Thomson, 1988, p. 640).  Positive communication skills 
include sending unambiguous messages, listening and understanding with empathy, reflecting 
while listening and making supportive comments (Olson, 1993).  As the term affirming 
communication has not been explored much in other research, the terms positive, supportive 
or effective communication can also be used to describe this type of family communication
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(Kingstone & Endler, 1997).  Incendiary, defensive or negative communication is 
“inflammatory in nature and tends to exacerbate” already stressful situations (McCubbin et 
al., 1988, p. 640).  Criticism, lack of empathy and sending double messages may be seen as 
negative communication skills (Olson, 1993). 
Positive family communication is very important for the adolescent’s development as 
adolescence is a time when rules and family structures should be adjusted by family members 
(Barnes & Olson, 1985).  Newman and Newman (2008) identified 11 psychosocial 
developmental phases, based on the work of Erik Erikson.  They differed from Erikson in 
distinguishing between early adolescence and late adolescence.  The age range of the late 
adolescent stage, according to Newman and Newman (2008), is 18 to 24.  This is a stage in 
which important, relatively permanent, decisions are made about career and lifestyle.  It is 
also a time of increased risk-taking and experimenting by the adolescent.  This behaviour 
contributes to the formation of an own identity, which is central to this life stage (Goldenberg 
& Goldenberg, 2008).  Some important developmental tasks of this life stage include 
developing an own identity, making a career choice, being more independent, forming a 
gender role identity and deciding on a moral code (Meyer, 2005). 
Whereas the developmental theories of Erikson, and Newman and Newman, focused 
on individual characteristics, McGoldrick and Carter (2003) focused on the development of 
individuals within the family life cycle.  Not only the individuals within the family system, 
but also the family system as a whole, are moving through different life stages.  Relationships 
between members go through changes as the family moves from one life stage to the next. 
Therefore roles, boundaries and the relationships between members should continuously be 
redefined (McGoldrick & Carter, 2003). 
Families with adolescents need to establish new roles for parents and adolescents, as 
the developmental stage of adolescence asks for “a new definition of children within the
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family” (McGoldrick& Carter, 2003, p. 389).  When children in a family reach adolescence, 
factors such as the need for independence and autonomy may challenge the family’s norms 
(Goldenberg & Goldenberg, 2008).  Adolescents depend less on their parents and turn to 
peers for assistance and guidance.  During this time of negotiation of independence, 
adolescents need to find a balance between individual freedom and connectedness to the 
family.  Although parents need to maintain some degree of authority, it is important that 
adolescents are allowed some input in decision making. 
Communication in the family is an important factor that influences the way in which 
rules, limits and roles are negotiated (Arnold, 2008).  It facilitates the changes that the family 
faces and affects their ability to adapt to changing situations.  Communication also influences 
the connectedness, or lack thereof, in the family system (Goldenberg & Goldenberg, 2008). 
Family communication is therefore important in facilitating a family’s move through 
different life stages in the family life cycle. 
 
Literature on family communication focuses mainly on the adolescent-parent 
relationship.  According to Ramphele (cited in Shefer, 2008), there are few South African 
studies on the adolescent-parent relationship, and most of these focus on adolescent-parent 
conflict.  International research on adolescent-parent communication also focuses more on 
the exploration of negative aspects of communication between adolescents and their parents, 
as well as the effects or correlates thereof (Garcia, Skay, Sieving, Naughton, & Bearinger, 
2008; Vuchinich, Ozretich, Pratt, & Kneedler, 2002; Yu et al., 2006).  No studies could be 
found that explore affirming or positive family communication, from the adolescent’s point 
of view. 
Overview of the Current Study 
 
The aim of this study was to explore the relationship between affirming family 
communication and family functioning, which serves to confirm and support previous
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findings (Barnes & Olson, 1985; Greeff & Du Toit, 2009; Jonker & Greeff, 2009).  In 
addition, it also aimed to determine the relationships between family functioning and the 
perceived quality of communication between the adolescent and both parents.  The 
quantitative component thus focuses on the adolescent’s perspective of the quality of family 
communication, and on the quality of communication between the adolescent and both 
parents.  This leads to the qualitative component of the study in which affirming 
communication is explored from the adolescent’s perspective.  This qualitative exploration 
from the adolescent’s perspective serves to bridge an existing gap in South African and 
international research.  Furthermore, this study also has implications for the field of family 
therapy, especially in families with adolescent children. 
Objectives 
 
The quantitative objectives are 
 
 to determine the relationship between family functioning and affirming as well as 
incendiary family communication; and, 
 to determine the relationship between family functioning and openness as well as 
problems in communication with the mother and the father respectively. 
Then, using a qualitative approach, the objectives are 
 
    to explore, from the adolescent’s point of view, the nature of affirming family 
 
communication and how it is portrayed in families; and, 
 
 to explore the meaning of affirming family communication for the adolescent and the 
family as a whole. 
Method 
 
A cross-sectional, quantitative survey research design was combined with an exploratory, 
qualitative design.  The quantitative data was collected by asking participants to
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complete self-report questionnaires.  The qualitative component consisted of focus groups 
discussing the topic of affirming family communication. 
Participants 
 
Participants were first-year Psychology students at Stellenbosch University in the 
Western Cape, South Africa.  Of the 1 167 registered first-year Psychology students, 100 
students agreed to participate in the quantitative component of the study.  All these 
participants met the inclusion criteria of being first-year Psychology students in the age range 
of 18 to 22 years, living with two parental figures in 2009 or 2010.  The parents did not have 
to be the biological parents of the adolescent, but for the purpose of this study both mother 
and father figures had to be present.  Seventeen of the 100 participants in the quantitative 
component volunteered to take part in the focus groups.  Fourteen of these students 
eventually attended the focus groups. 
 
Of the 100 data sets completed, 83% of the participants were female and 17% were 
male.  Of the 1 167 students registered for first-year Psychology, 70% were female and 30% 
were male.  The mean age of the participants was 18.7 years, with 54% being 18 years old 
and 1% being 22.  The racial distribution was 84% white, 14% coloured, 1% Indian and 1% 
African.  The racial distribution of the first-year Psychology cohort was 74% white, 17% 
coloured, 1% Indian and 8% African.  Fifty-eight percent of the participants indicated their 
home language as Afrikaans, 41% as English and 1% as isiXhosa.  With regards to their 
parents and siblings, 83% identified their parents as being in their first marriage, 14% were in 
their second marriage, and 2 % of the parents were living together without being married. 
The mean age of the mothers was 47.2 years, and 74% had an occupation outside of the 
home.  The fathers’ mean age was 49.55 years, and 96% of them were working outside the 
home.  Of the 100 families, the mean number of children per family was 2.7.  The minimum 
number of children per family was one and the maximum number was 12.
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Procedure 
 
After obtaining permission from the Ethics Committee of Stellenbosch University, the 
Department of Psychology and the appropriate lecturers consented to the researcher 
approaching the three first-year Psychology classes.  The researcher explained the aims of the 
study to the students, informed them of the inclusion criteria and invited those who qualified 
to participate.  It was made clear that participation was voluntary and that participants could 
withdraw at any time without consequence.  The procedure was explained in detail and 
students were informed that there was no material or monetary reward for participating in the 
study. Students who met the above requirements and were willing to participate, were asked 
to complete consent forms, demographic questionnaires and research questionnaires.  These 
were available in English and Afrikaans and participants had the option to complete the 
questionnaires in the language they felt most comfortable.  The questionnaires were 
completed during a time slot with no lecture immediately afterwards which ensured that the 
questionnaires could be completed without interruptions.  Participants who had to attend 
another lecture were allowed to complete the questionnaires at home.  The researcher 
collected the completed questionnaires from the participants during their next Psychology 
lecture. 
All participants were invited to participate in the focus group discussions.  They could 
indicate their willingness by providing their e-mail addresses and selecting a convenient time 
slot from those provided on the cover page of the questionnaire.  Fourteen participants 
volunteered to take part in these discussions.  They were divided into three groups according 
to the time slots chosen.  Although an attempt was made to group students with the same 
home language together, one group consisted of English-speaking participants only, while the 
other two groups were made up of both English and Afrikaans-speaking students.
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Participants were informed of the venue and time for the focus group discussions via 
e-mail.  Two groups consisted of five students each, and the other of four.  During the focus 
group discussions the researcher explained that all participants should be given the 
opportunity to voice their opinions freely and that all cultures, religions, languages and 
opinions should be respected.  The researcher facilitated the groups by asking semi-structured 
questions and encouraging further discussion of the topic.  These discussions were recorded 
and the voice recordings of the focus groups were deleted after the data had been saved in a 
password-protected folder on the researcher’s computer.  The duration of the focus group 
discussions was 46, 42 and 40 minutes respectively. 
Quantitative Measures 
 
Demographic questionnaire.  A demographic questionnaire was developed to obtain 
information such as gender, age, race and home language.  The questionnaire also included 
questions about the participant’s parents, siblings and family structure. 
The Family Problem Solving and Communication Index.  The Family Problem 
Solving and Communication Index (FPSC) is used to measure positive and negative 
communication patterns that play a part in family coping (McCubbin al., 1988).  The FPSC 
consists of 10 items.  These items are completed on a four-point Likert-type scale with 
choices ranging from False to True.  There are two subscales, Affirming communication and 
Incendiary communication, each consisting of five items.  In this study, the total scores for 
the subscales were used to determine the amounts of affirming communication and 
incendiary communication used by the families of the participants.  The internal reliability 
(Cronbach’s alpha) for the total scale is .89 (McCubbin et al., 1988).  The internal reliability 
for the Affirming communication subscale is .86 and for the Incendiary communication 
subscale .78.  In the current study the following Cronbach’s alphas were found: FPSC total
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scale = .84; Affirming communication subscale = .82; and Incendiary communication 
subscale = .73. 
The Parent-Adolescent Communication Scale.  The Parent-Adolescent 
Communication Scale (PACS) is used to assess adolescents’ perceptions of communication 
with their parents and vice versa (Barnes & Olson, 1982). The adolescent participants were 
asked to complete two questionnaires: one on communication with the mother figure and one 
on communication with the father figure. 
The two subscales, Openness in communication and Problems in communication, 
each consists of 10 items (Barnes & Olson, 1982).  The 20 items of the scale are completed 
on a five-point Likert-type scale with choices ranging from Strongly disagree to Strongly 
agree.  Total scores of the two subscales were used to determine the openness and problems 
in communication between the participants and their mothers and fathers.  The alpha 
reliability for the total scale is .88 (Heiman, Zinck & Heath, 2008). The internal reliability 
from a total sample of parents and adolescents is .87 for Open communication and .78 for 
Problems in family communication.  In the current study the alpha reliability for the 
Openness in communication with the mother subscale was .93; Problems in communication 
with the mother subscale was .80; Openness in communication with the father subscale was 
.92; and Problems in communication with the father subscale was .82.  The internal reliability 
for the Communication with the mother subscale (total score) was .80, and the reliability for 
the Communication with the father subscale (total score) was .86. 
The Family Attachment Changeability Index 8.  The Family Attachment 
Changeability Index (FACI8) is a measure of family functioning and was adapted by 
McCubbin, Thomson and Elver from the Family Adaptability and Cohesion Evaluation Scale 
IIA (FACES IIA) (McCubbin, Thomson & Elver, 1995).  The FACI8 has 16 five-point 
Likert-type items and consists of two subscales, each with eight items.  The two subscales are
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Attachment and Changeability.  For the purpose of this study, the total score of the scale was 
calculated and used as a measure of family functioning.  The internal reliability of the 
Attachment scale for the youth is .73 and .80 for the Changeability scale (McCubbin et al., 
1995).  In the current study, the alpha reliability for the total scale was .82; for the 
 
Attachment subscale .81; and for the Changeability subscale .86. 
 
Qualitative Information Gathering 
 
The purpose of exploratory focus groups, which yield qualitative information, is the 
creation, discovery, identification and explanation of thoughts, feelings and behaviours (Fern, 
2001).  Participants discuss certain issues regarding a topic and their different points of view 
may generate a wide range of ideas and discussions (Bless, Higson-Smith & Kagee, 2006).  If 
the setting in which the focus group discussions take place is relaxed, participants are able to 
enjoy the social interaction and learn from each other’s viewpoints (Hennink, 2007). 
Domination by individual members or difficulty in expressing opinions may be a 
disadvantage (Bless et al., 2006).  Social desirability may also play a role, especially when 
participants talk about sensitive topics.  To prevent this, the facilitator created a safe and 
comfortable environment in which participants had the opportunity to voice their opinions 
freely and without judgment (Bless et al., 2006).  To control for interviewer effects, and to 
ensure that the stimuli influencing the participants remained constant, the same venue was 
used and the same interviewer facilitated all focus groups.  According to Breakwell (2000), 
people who are interviewed disclose more information if they perceive the interviewer as 
similar to themselves.  It is therefore an advantage that the facilitator was also a student who 
dressed and spoke in a similar fashion to that of the participants.  The following semi- 
structured questions were explored in the focus groups: 
    How would you describe affirming communication in your family?
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 What verbal communication used by family members contributes to affirming 
communication? 
 What non-verbal communication used by family members contributes to affirming 
family communication? 
    What does affirming communication look like in your family? 
 
    What does affirming family communication mean to you as an individual? 
 
    What does affirming family communication mean to the family as a whole? 
 
Quantitative Data Analyses 
 
The quantitative data was analysed using Statistica 7, a statistical software package 
(StatSoft Inc., 2005).  Descriptive statistics and a reliability analysis for each scale were 
initially calculated.  Secondly, Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated to determine 
the relationship between family functioning and the independent variables.  Multiple 
regression analyses were then performed on the data to determine the independent or 
predictor variables that explain most of the variance in family functioning.  Lastly, analyses 
of variance (ANOVAs) were conducted to determine whether there were any differences 
between genders in the adolescent’s evaluation of family functioning as well as the 
communication variables. 
Qualitative Data Analysis 
 
The voice recordings of the focus groups were transcribed and a thematic content 
analysis was performed to make meaning of the large amount of raw data (Henning, Van 
Rensburg & Smit, 2004).  Firstly, the transcripts were read and reread to gain an overall 
impression of the data.  By utilizing coding, important units of meaning (words, phrases or 
sentences) were identified and these codes were then systematically named or labelled 
(Millward, 2000).  Axial coding, which entails the grouping of similar codes into categories, 
followed (Neuman, 2003).  The categories were “mutually exclusive”, where each code was
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attributed to only one category (Neuman 2003, p. 190).  The categories were then grouped 
together and themes identified.  The last stage of selective coding involved scanning the data 
and codes again for cases that illustrated identified themes. In this process the transcripts 
were read several times to allow for the collection of new data and insights.  Trustworthiness 
of the qualitative data was insured by having an independent coder verify the codes, 
categories and themes.  The interview data was further validated by complementing it with 
quantitative measures (Breakwell, 2000). 
Results 
 
Quantitative Results 
 
Table 1 
 
Pearson Correlations between Family Functioning and Communication Variables (N = 100) 
 
 
Communication variable                                                                                       r                     p 
 
 
 
Affirming communication (FPSC) 
 
0.7646 
 
0.0000 
 
Incendiary family communication (FPSC) 
 
-0.7071 
 
0.0000 
 
Openness in communication with mother (PACS) 
 
0.6839 
 
0.0000 
 
Openness in communication with father (PACS) 
 
0.5830 
 
0.0000 
 
Problems in communication with mother (PACS) 
 
-0.6270 
 
0.0000 
 
Problems in communication with father (PACS) 
 
-0.5721 
 
0.0000 
Note: All r values are statistically significant, with p < .001   
 
Affirming family communication and family functioning.  As shown in Table 1, a 
significant and strong positive correlation was found between affirming communication and 
increased family functioning.  This significant positive correlation suggests that more 
affirming communication in a family is related to better family functioning.
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Openness in communication with mother and family functioning.  The 
relationship between family functioning and openness in communication between the 
adolescent and the mother showed a significant positive correlation.  Therefore, according to 
the perception of the adolescent, increased levels of openness in communication with the 
mother are related to higher levels of family functioning. 
Openness in communication with father and family functioning.  A significant 
positive correlation was found between open communication between the adolescent and the 
father and the level of family functioning.  This suggests that, according to the perception of 
the adolescent, increased levels of openness in communication with the father are related to 
higher levels of family functioning. 
Incendiary family communication and family functioning.  The relationship 
between incendiary family communication and family functioning was also explored and a 
significant and strong negative correlation was found between incendiary family 
communication and family functioning.  A higher level of perceived incendiary or negative 
communication in the family is thus indicative of lower levels of family functioning. 
Problems in communication with mother and family functioning.  A significant 
negative relationship was found between problems in communication with the mother and 
family functioning.  This suggests that the adolescent’s perception of increased problems in 
communication with the mother is related to lower levels of family functioning. 
Problems in communication with father and family functioning.  A significant 
negative correlation was found between problems in communication with the father and 
family functioning.  Therefore, the perception of increased problems in communication 
between the adolescent and the father is associated with lower levels of family functioning.
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Table 2 
 
Best-Subsets Multiple Regression Analysis for the Dependent Variable Family Functioning 
 
(N = 100) 
 
 
Communication variable                                                               β               t(96)               p 
 
 
Openness in communication with mother (PACS)                   0.3780         6.1125          0.0000 
 
 
Affirming family communication (FPSC)                                 0.4040         6.1319         0.0000 
 
 
Problems in communication with father (PACS)                     -0.3471        -6.4726         0.0000 
Openness in communication with father (PACS)                   Excluded 
Incendiary family communication (FPSC)                             Excluded 
Problems in communication with mother (PACS)                 Excluded 
 
F (3, 96) = 104.75                              R = .88                                                R² = .77 
 
R² (adjusted) = .77                              SE = 2.76                                            p < .001 
 
Multiple regression analyses.  As shown in Table 2, openness in communication 
with the mother, affirming family communication and problems in communication with the 
father emerged as significant positive predictors of family functioning.  When entered into 
the regression model together, these variables account for 77% of the variance in family 
functioning.  The variables, openness in communication with the father, incendiary family 
communication and problems in communication with the mother were excluded from the 
regression model, as these variables did not contribute significantly to predicting family 
functioning. 
Analyses of variance (ANOVAs). No significant difference was found between 
genders in the evaluation of the family’s functioning, affirming family communication, 
openness in communication with the mother and openness in communication with the father.
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Qualitative Results 
 
Table 3 
 
Responses to the Question: What is Affirming Family Communication? 
 
Core categories         Categories        Codes 
Verbal 
 
communication 
Calmness          Calm language, Time-out, Focus on now, Focus on the 
 
problem, Apologise when wrong
 
Clarity              Listen, Convey message clearly, Rephrasing 
 
Empathy           Understanding, Non-judgemental, Acceptance of other, 
Convey empathy, See point of view 
Equality            Not looking down on, Talking on same level 
 
Interaction        Collaborative conflict and problem solving, Mutual 
decision making, Everyone’s opinions heard and 
considered, Give feedback, Be interested, Debate 
Openness          Not preoccupied, Approachable, Freedom of speech, 
Honesty, Transparent, Open expression of feeling, 
Spontaneity, Open-minded 
Positivity          Light-hearted, Humour including jokes, Positive 
attitude 
Kindness           Pleasant words, advice, politeness, patience 
 
Non-verbal 
communication 
Eye contact       Look at the person speaking to you 
 
 
 
Affection          Display of affection (hugs and kisses) 
Tone of voice   Soft tone of voice
Functional element 
of communication 
Supportive        Use of phones, text messages and e-mail, Help 
someone, Write notes, Favours
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Defining affirming family communication.  As seen in Table 3, three core 
categories emerged from the focus group data.  These core categories are verbal affirming 
communication, non-verbal affirming communication and functional affirming 
communication.  The first core category, verbal affirming communication, refers to spoken 
communication by family members, whereas non-verbal affirming communication includes 
body language and tone of voice.  The functional element of affirming family communication 
includes helping and supporting family members in a practical manner.  Each of these core 
categories were divided into secondary categories. 
There are eight categories that define affirming verbal communication.  These 
categories are calmness, clarity, empathy, equality, interaction, kindness, openness and 
positivity.  The category of calmness includes the use of calm language and focusing only on 
the present problem or issue.  One participant illustrated this by saying that it is important to 
“take time and process” when communicating.  This ensures that family members calm down 
when they are feeling angry and also think about what others may have said.  One participant 
stated that a “time-out reduces bad feelings all along”. 
The second category, clarity, focuses on how clearly the message is conveyed during 
communication.  This relates to issues such as speaking clearly, listening and rephrasing what 
someone has said.  The participants emphasised the importance of listening and one stated 
that she would want her family members to “listen and take in what she says”.  Listening to 
what the other family members have to say ensures that the messages sent during 
communication are received more clearly. 
Empathic communication entails showing empathy towards, and acceptance of, 
another person.  One participant stated that “they (her parents) must think like they’re in my 
position”.  This student’s words illustrate that empathy entails “walking in the shoes of
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another person” and seeing situations from another person’s perspective.  Empathic 
communication, therefore, is about being non-judgemental and understanding. 
The category of equality refers to communicating with others on an equal level and 
avoiding any form of condescension.  One participant stated that “as we got older they (her 
parents) listened to us more and related to us on a more adult level”. 
Furthermore, affirming communication is interactive and includes collaborative 
conflict resolution, joint problem solving and mutual decision making.  This would include 
informal debates during which each individual’s opinion is heard, interest is expressed 
therein and feedback given.  Phrases that illustrate this interactive component of verbal 
affirming communication were “if we ever had an argument or disagreement we would sit 
together and talk it through one at a time”. 
Participants considered using pleasant words expressed in a polite manner, offering 
advice in a subtle way, being tolerant and paying sincere compliments as ways of 
communicating kindness. 
Openness is another aspect of affirming family communication.  Family members 
should be approachable, open minded and prepared to listen attentively to what others have to 
say.  They should not be preoccupied with other matters.  The freedom to express one’s 
thoughts and feelings in a spontaneous way is deemed important and is well illustrated by 
what one student had to say: “We just speak, blurt it out” and “I can tell my parents 
everything”.  The importance of honesty and transparency during communication with family 
members was demonstrated by one student responding that “I don’t like it when my parents 
keep stuff from me”. 
The last category, positivity, entails a light-hearted approach and positive attitude 
towards communication.  One participant said that “a joyful, maybe light-hearted approach 
would work for me”.  An example of positivity experienced through the sharing of jokes and
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laughing together, was expressed by this group member: “We can talk for hours and make 
jokes and laugh at each other”. 
The next core category, non-verbal affirming communication, focuses on the non- 
verbal aspects of communication, such as body language and eye contact.  “Turning your 
whole body towards the person and seeming engaged” is one such an example.  Affirming 
communication through body language is displayed by a relaxed, calm and open posture. 
One student conveyed the importance of communicating through direct eye contact by stating 
that “when someone looks at you when you are talking you feel more appreciated”.  Non- 
verbal affirming communication also includes a show of affection and a tone of voice that 
indicates that the speaker is approachable.  According to the participants, family members 
should talk to each other in a soft tone of voice and display affection through hugs and kisses. 
The last core category is the functional element of affirming family communication. It 
includes being supportive of family members by offering them practical assistance and doing 
them favours.  Writing notes, letters and e-mails or phoning another family member are all 
practical examples of this supportive element of family communication.  One participant 
stated that she would “just write a note because sometimes it’s easier to write your message 
than speak it”.
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Table 4 
 
Responses to the Question: What is the Meaning of Affirming Family Communication for the 
 
Whole Family and for the Adolescent Participants 
 
 
Meaning for family 
 
Meaning for individual 
 
Codes 
 
Improved 
 
functioning 
 
 
Functioning better as a family, Dealing with 
 
problems 
 
Values carried over 
  
Learning to communicate in family, Model 
for communication in other relationships, 
Values and morals carried over to family 
members, Values and morals carried over to 
community 
 
Positive family 
atmosphere 
  
Positive family interaction, Calm family 
atmosphere, Everyone included, Better family 
relationships, Having fun, Creating special 
memories 
  
Confidence 
 
Freedom of speech, Improving confidence to 
 
communicate, Increasing self-esteem 
  
Better functioning 
 
Individual functioning, Handling peer 
 
pressure, Balanced person, Happiness 
  
Love and belonging 
 
Unconditional love, Appreciated, Accepted 
  
Safety net 
 
Encouraging environment, Support system 
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The meaning of affirming family communication for the whole family and for the 
adolescent participants.  The second qualitative component entails the exploration of the 
meaning of affirming communication for the family as a whole (from the adolescent 
participant’s perspective), as well as for the adolescent participant as an individual. 
As shown in Table 4, themes such as improved functioning, the passing on of values 
and creating a positive family atmosphere, emerged during discussions on the meaning of 
affirming family communication for the family as a whole.  Improved functioning entails 
working together as a family and dealing with problems in a positive manner.  One 
participant observed that when her family experiences problems, “communication will help 
us through it”, while another stated that “when me and my brother have conflicts, we would 
speak about it and it made us stronger”. 
The transferral of values means that morals and values are passed on from one family 
member to the next.  “Other people, what they say won’t matter.  It is my family’s values and 
what we spoke about that count”.  This category not only includes learning about values 
within the family environment, but also using family communication as a model for 
communication in other relationships.  An example from the focus group data was that “if 
you have positive communication in your family, it will be like that with your friends and 
loved ones”.  In this way, values transferred from family members to each other, are also 
passed on to members of the broader community. 
The third category involves a positive family atmosphere in which “everyone is 
getting along together”.  Positive family interaction, in which “everyone knows what is going 
on and everyone knows what is happening with everyone else”, helps to create a positive 
family atmosphere.  This is strengthened through healthy family relationships and a calm, 
fun-filled family environment, in which everyone is included.  Special memories are created 
within this kind of atmosphere.
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The adolescent participants benefited from affirming family communication in 
various ways.  The categories identified include increased confidence, improved functioning, 
love and belonging, and experiencing a safety net.  Affirming family communication 
encourages the confidence to communicate feelings and experiences to other family 
members.  One participant contributed by saying that, it leads to “increased self-confidence” 
and another stated that “it is mostly about being confident about who you are at home and 
being able to say what you want”. 
Another beneficial aspect of affirming communication is improved individual 
functioning.  This includes more effective handling of peer pressure.  One participant stated 
that “I never felt that peer pressure was such an issue.  Other people can’t influence me 
because I have positive communication within the household”.  Improved individual 
functioning also refers to a more balanced life and a general sense of happiness.  “Every 
parent just wants their family to get along and when there is positive communication they feel 
happy and satisfied”. 
The third category, love and belonging, entails experiencing unconditional love, 
feeling appreciated and being accepted by other family members.  One participant stated that 
affirming family communication made her feel “unconditionally loved” and “appreciated” by 
other family members. 
The fourth category is experiencing a safety net by having a supportive and 
encouraging family environment.  The importance of this category is reflected in these 
participants’ comments:  “If you have a supportive home base you feel you can tackle other 
things” and “family communication has always been a pillar”. 
Discussion 
 
Findings from this study show that affirming family communication correlates 
significantly and positively with family functioning.  This confirms the quantitative results
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from studies conducted by Greeff and Du Toit (2009) and Jonker and Greeff (2009).  The 
qualitative results also confirmed the importance of affirming communication in family 
functioning.  When participants were asked to explore the meaning of affirming 
communication during focus group discussions, they concluded that it meant better family 
functioning.  The importance of affirming communication in family functioning is also 
confirmed by the qualitative findings of a number of other studies (Greeff & Du Toit, 2009; 
Greeff & Van der Merwe, 2004; Jonker & Greeff, 2009). 
Openness in communication with the mother and openness in communication with the 
father correlated significantly with family functioning.  This finding is substantiated by 
results found in studies conducted by Joshi and Gutierrez (2006) and Lindqvist, Schmitt, 
Santalahti, Romer and Piha (2007).  The qualitative results of the current study further 
emphasise the importance of openness in family communication.  Openness was identified as 
a secondary category of verbal affirming communication.  It refers to communication being 
honest and transparent, as well as family members being approachable and open-minded 
when listening to what other family members have to say. 
The predictor variables that explained most of the variance in the family functioning 
score, were openness in communication with the mother, affirming family communication, 
and problems in communication with the father.  An increase in the predictor variables, 
openness in communication with the mother and affirming family communication signifies 
an increase in the dependent variable (family functioning).  On the other hand, an increase in 
problems in communication with the father leads to a lower level of family functioning. 
These results are consistent with the results of a study by Greeff and Du Toit (2009), which 
explored family factors best predicting family functioning in remarried families.  Affirming 
family communication was identified as a significant positive predictor by both parents and 
children participating in the study.
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In the current study the male and female participants reported no significant difference 
in their perception of family functioning or in their perceived levels of affirming 
communication within their families.  No previous study has produced a similar finding of no 
gender differences in the evaluation of family functioning.  Studies investigating whether 
communication between adolescents and their mother figures differs from communication 
with their father figures presented mixed results.  Pick, Givaudan, Sirkin and Ortega (2007) 
found that female adolescents tend to communicate more openly with their mothers.  Rosnati, 
Iafrate and Scabini (2007), found that female adolescents reportedly had better 
communication with both their parents than did their male counterparts.  The findings of both 
these studies were inconsistent with results from studies that showed no differential gender- 
based communication for either parent (Barnes & Olson, 1985; Joshi & Gutierrez, 2006). 
The results of the current study also indicated no significant gender difference in the 
adolescents’ perceived levels of openness in communication with their mothers and their 
fathers respectively. 
For the qualitative component of this study, affirming family communication was 
explored from the adolescent’s perspective.  Three core categories emerged from the content 
analysis.  The three categories, namely verbal affirming communication, non-verbal 
affirming communication and the functional element of affirming communication, were 
consistent with the categories identified by Park, Tsong and Vo (2009) to define affectionate 
communication. 
Some of the secondary categories of verbal affirming communication identified in this 
study are also found in other research.  Empathic understanding and equality in 
communication were identified as important aspects of supportive communication (Gibb 
cited in Alexander, 1973).  Mallick (2007) also identified equality in communication as an 
aspect that increases positive interactions between adolescents and their parents during drug
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education.  Equality in communication involves communicating on the same level and not 
talking down to someone.  In this study one participant reported that as the children in her 
family grew older, her parents started listening to their inputs on a more adult level.  This 
example not only portrays how parents and adolescents start to communicate on a more equal 
basis as the children grow older, but also how parents include adolescents’ opinions in 
renegotiating roles, rules and relationships (Goldenberg & Goldenberg, 2008). 
Kindness is another secondary category of verbal affirming communication confirmed 
by other studies.  Alexander (1973) confirms this finding by stating that supportive and 
positive family communication should portray kindness and warmth.  In another study Walsh 
(2003) stated that calmness and clarity are the results of affirming communication.  Similarly, 
the focus group participants identified these two factors when describing affirming 
communication.  Therefore, it may be concluded that calmness and clarity are not only 
products of affirming communication, but are also defining characteristics.  According to the 
focus group participants, affirming family communication involves interaction.  This 
interactive component includes mutual problem solving, as identified by Walsh (2003), 
collaborative decision making as well as debating. 
The adolescent participants emphasised another secondary category, that of positivity, 
as an important aspect when defining affirming communication.  For these participants 
positivity involves, amongst other things, having a positive attitude, conversing in a light- 
hearted fashion and sharing jokes.  This quality has not been reflected in any literature of note 
on affirming family communication. 
The participants also confirmed the importance of non-verbal communication that 
reinforces or contradicts verbal communication within a family (Goldenberg & Goldenberg, 
2008).  The second core category, non-verbal affirming communication, includes non-verbal 
aspects of communication such as open and relaxed body language, making eye contact,
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speaking in a soft tone of voice and showing affection through hugs and kisses.  The 
importance of demonstrating affection in this manner is also confirmed by Park et al. (2009). 
The functional or supportive element of affirming communication, also identified by 
Park et al. (2009), includes providing assistance to family members by doing favours, sending 
supportive texts and e-mails and leaving encouraging notes.  The results of the study by Park 
et al. (2009) showed that the parents of the adolescent participants displayed more supportive 
affection than verbal or non-verbal affection. 
Limitations and recommendations 
 
Although this study has bridged a gap in existing literature by exploring affirming 
family communication from an adolescent’s point of view, only one family member was 
asked to evaluate the functioning and quality of communication of the whole family unit. 
Other studies have found that discrepancies between the perspectives of adolescents and their 
parents’ points of view on family communication are common.  The results of this study, 
therefore, may have been different had the parents been included in the research sample. 
Since convenience sampling was used to gain access to the participants, the sample 
cannot be generalised to the wider South African adolescent student population.  Students 
who volunteered to participate in the quantitative component, and especially in the qualitative 
component of the study, were mostly white and female.  Although other research has found 
that females tend to be more co-operative than males when it comes to volunteering for 
participation in research studies, it is suggested that random probability sampling be used in 
future studies (Fife-Shaw, 2000). 
The functional or supportive element of affirming communication, and especially the 
role of technology in the way family members express support, is a topic that could benefit 
from further investigation.  The participants identified making phone calls and sending 
supportive texts and e-mails as a means of expressing affirming family communication in a
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supportive manner.  Valuable information could be obtained by establishing whether parents 
would also place emphasis on technology as a means of expressing support. 
In addition, it is recommended that the role of affirming communication in families 
facing specific problems be investigated.  The current study focused only on affirming family 
communication in families with adolescents, and not on how affirming family 
communication might assist families in dealing with specific crises or difficulties. 
 
Implications and Conclusion 
 
Although other studies have focused on conflict within families, especially between 
adolescents and their parents, not many studies have investigated affirming communication 
within families (Kingstone & Endler, 1997).  The relevance of this study therefore resides in 
its focus on affirming family communication, and its emphasis on the perspectives of 
adolescents, thus far an under-researched area in the investigation into positive family 
interactions. 
Furthermore, the findings of this study highlight the importance of affirming family 
communication in families with adolescent children.  It supports the view that changes should 
be made within the family structure, particularly regarding the roles and rules, when children 
reach adolescence.  The degree to which these changes will benefit the family, is dependent 
on the effectiveness of the communication within the family environment. When considering 
the implications for family therapy, the results of this study would thus support the 
development of interventions aimed at improving family communication, which will increase 
resilience in families.  By improving communication within families, these families would be 
more equipped to cope with challenges they face while moving through different family life 
stages.  It can therefore be concluded that interventions aimed at improving family 
communication and increasing affirming communication in families, would not only 
empower families, but also the individuals within a family system.
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